Literary sources, though providing some compelling details on changes in religious practice, are not wholly reliable: pagans, after the late 4th c. had little reason to publicise their ceremonies and much of what we know about some cults is based on the résumés of Christian commentators, who inevitably look at temples with a Christian agenda. Nevertheless, we possess some pagan descriptions of ceremonies, and accounts of specifi c events, which provide details of rituals or cult objects found in shrines. Some Christian literary sources provide brief descriptions of the caches of ritual objects uncovered during Late Antiquity, mainly relating to Mithraea. Otherwise, one is obliged to refer to earlier documents, such as inventories of Egyptian temples, which last up to the mid-3rd c. A.D.
Whether it is wise to rely on documents from earlier centuries is an open question; pagan cult did not only show continuity with earlier practices, but also much change. This was sometimes as a result of internal developments, as much as from competition with Christianity and imperial interdictions. However, it remains necessary to use Middle Imperial religion as the starting point for 4th c. developments, especially as the traditions of earlier times were often cherished by late antique pagans. Cult buildings can still be divided into a number of types: public temple complexes with aedes in a temenos, or private cult rooms, such as those of Mithras, perhaps hidden within the urban fabric. In most public cults, the ordinary public was confi ned to the temenos, whilst mithraea etc were intimate meeting halls for participatory ceremonies. The public temples were, already in the mid-4th c., less often the scene of animal sacrifi ces, as the popularity of such practices declined in favour of acts such as incense sacrifi ce, and the recital of hymns. In his Misopogon, Julian gives a memorable description of what he hoped an Antiochene sacrifi ce might resemble, and of the contrasting reality which he encountered during his stay in the city.
From the end of the 4th c., pagan ceremonies were no longer possible in urban cult buildings, though this was not true of the countryside. A number became museums, with cult statues retained or assembled within them. Spoliation and demolition were common throught the empire, though far from universal. Sometimes positive decisions were made to preserve temples as monuments (e.g. Cod. Theod. 16.10.8 (A.D. 382) ). In some regions, deliberate conservation allowed some temple ornament to be retained into the 6th c.⎯as was most obvious at Rome. In a few cases (such as Ghirza and Philae) major temples survived longer, with Philae retaining its cult statues, to the 530s.
